Four

W E have hitherto talked of Shaw as an innovator. It is time
we speak of his debt to the past. Every practical playwright
must work on the basis of the dramatic tradition he inherits. Any
changes he makes will be with reference to that basis. Though
Shaw departed from the melodrama of his time, he went back
to Aristophanes and Moliere. He had an intimate knowledge
of the best in the world's drama. In the same manner as Shakes-
peare worked on the basis of the plots and characters he inherited
from the dramatic tradition, Shaw also did the same. An exami-
nation of Shaw's basic plots and characters will reveal his indebted-
ness to the tradition. We have previously remarked that the
dramatic essence of the plays of Shaw is the conflict on the level
of discussion between the positive and negative characters. We
may call this the ipner action of the play. But a dialogue cannot
be a play. In'order to dramatize his discussions, Shaw provides
an outer shell of action to his plays. These shells consist of the
basic plots of drama from time immemorial. For a puritan like
Shaw, it is strange that he should provide a basic love-plot to
almost all his plays with the exception of Saint Joan and some
plays in the Methuselah Cycle. In the Widowers' Houses, you
Never can Tell, Major Barbara, On the Rocks, Andiocles and the
Lion, and Buoyant Billions, we have the story of the love between
a young man and a woman, its complication and final resolution.
The love triangle plot is found in Heartbreak House, which is
an inversion of that of Caesar and Cleopatra. In Caesar and
Cleopatra we have Moliere's comedy of an old man in love with
a young woman. In Heartbreak House, we have an inversion
of Caesar and Cleopatra. Here we have the love of a young
lady for an old man. There is also a love triangle in these plays,
for Mangan is an unsuccessful rival to Captain Shotover, and
Antony threatens to supplant Caesar in the affections of Cleopatra.
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